Brain biopsy in herpes simplex encephalitis.
Routine brain biopsy is often recommended in all patients suspected of having herpes simplex encephalitis (HSE). This approach is based upon the lack of ability to make the diagnosis of HSE on clinical grounds, the need to exclude other diseases for which there is specific therapy, and to stop empiric therapies. Acyclovir is a relatively safe, effective antiviral agent with little toxicity as currently used to treat HSE. Thus this is not a problem. Careful review of alternate diagnoses established at brain biopsy reveals few for which biopsy is the only and best way of making the diagnosis. Thus empiric therapy with acyclovir should be considered in some children in whom all appropriate diagnostic techniques fail to establish specifically treatable diseases. Early detection of HSV antigen in CSF may provide a non-invasive means of early diagnosis in the future.